The old saw is that you can't tell a book by its cover, but folk wisdom says nothing about a book's dust jacket. The attractive photograph of Heliconia pastazae on the dust jacket of this handy guide is a good advertisement for what is inside--lots of color photographs ofHeliconia. I flipped through the text to find my favorite Heliconia (H. vellerigera) and from there I went on to read about Heliconia morphology, habitats and geography, breeding and hybridization, nomenclature, and botanical relatives in the Zingiberales. There are also notes on collecting Heliconia in the wild, a short essay on conservation of diversity, and a brief plug for the Heliconia Society International. There are no identification keys. Instead, the different forms (i.e., species, subspecific taxa, cultivars, and hybrids) of Heliconia are grouped by inflorescence characters, shoot habit, and inflorescence bract shape.
Marginal tabs are color coded for inflorescence characters (erect, pendent, distichous, spiral, etc.) . There is no pretension of completeness of coverage, since only 200, or half of all the forms of Heliconia recognized by the authors are illustrated. The guide ends with a section on resources (a list of gardens featuring heliconias, literature references, nomenclatural and taxonomic notes, and a glossary), appendices (cultivation, ornamental design, and commercial production), and a taxonomic index. I can think of no better recommendation than to write that I had fun browsing through this book. I am sure that this identification guide will bring pleasure to countless gardeners, botanists, and naturalists.--LAuRENCE J. DORR, New York Botanical Garden.
